history, and culture as well as creative arts. Literary journals were among the new vehicles of communication published by, for, and about Black people during that era.
This conference is part of a year-long celebration of the 40th anniversary of the founding of Callaloo, the journal. The brainchild of Dr. Charles H. Rowell, its inaugural issue appeared in 1976, the 200th anniversary of the founding of the United States-ten years after the June 1966 James Meredith March Against Fear, at which Stokely Carmichael announced the arrival of the demand for Black Power. That bicentennial year and the decade following it were pivotal to the evolution of the Black Power and Black Arts movements for African American political struggle and artistic creativity, respectively. During that period, many new, independent Black political organizations, Black theaters, Black schools, Black Studies programs, Black television shows, and Black journals were spawned.
It was in this context that Dr. Charles Rowell founded Callaloo, his "journal of necessity." According to Rowell, who was teaching English at Southern University in Baton Rouge at the time, the voices of African American writers, artists, and intellectuals of the American South were not a significant presence in the early decades of this new era of Black consciousness, literary discourse, and creativity. In large measure, as he surmised then, this was the result of Southern Blacks not having a literary forum in which their work could be published, disseminated, and read. Mainstream literary journals of the South refused to open their pages to African American writers or themes. They were, as they had always been, still literary journals of, by, and for the White South.
On the other hand, the Black literary, political, and cultural publications that emerged during the 1960s and early-1970s overwhelmingly were based in Northern, urban Black America. They also were dominated by Northern, urban, Black-nationalist politics and ideology; and were, in Dr. Rowell's mind, too prescriptive to accommodate the diversity of political, ideological, and cultural views of the Black South. Black, Southern writers and artists, in his view, needed their own publishing forums. Thus was born Callaloo, a journal initially dedicated to serving Black writers, artists, and intellectuals of the American South.
Within ten years, Dr. Rowell had transformed Callaloo from an American South-focused Black literary journal into one committed to "publishing original work by and about writers and visual artists of African descent worldwide." Today, Callaloo, which has since gained the subtitle A Journal of African Diaspora Arts and Letters, is widely recognized as "the premier journal of literature, art, and culture of the African Diaspora." It recently was ranked thirteenth among the fifty top literary magazines by Every Writer's Resource.
As we gather here to celebrate Callaloo's 40th anniversary milestone, we are obliged to acknowledge that Callaloo has been-and remains today, some forty years after its founding-one of the most significant periodical publications in the history of the African American and African Diaspora experience. As you have heard in many of the previous sessions of this conference, Callaloo has welcomed quality writing by and about people of African descent from all parts of the globe in all genres and formats of writing including fiction, poetry, drama, eroticism, articles, interviews, and commentary as well as visual art and photography. Over the near-half century of its existence, Callaloo has published some 150 issues. Though originally envisioned as a publication vehicle for new and emerging writers, it has featured work by some of the leading African American writers of our time: Rita Dove, Octavia Butler, Alice Walker, Edwidge Danticat, Samuel Delaney, Lucille Clifton, and John Edgar Wideman, to mention only a few. African Diasporan-themed is-sues have introduced to global audiences the work of Afro-Brazilian, Afro-Dominican, Afro-Colombian, Haitian, and other African Diasporan writers. Among those are George Lamming from Barbados, Maryse Condé from Guadeloupe, Aimé Césaire from Martinique, Emanuel Araújo from Brazil, Jamaica Kincaid from Antigua, and Derek Walcott from St. Lucia-again, to mention only a few. All can be found in the pages of Callaloo.
But Callaloo is more than a literary journal or magazine. According to Dr. Rowell, it has evolved into a veritable African Diaspora literary center. It sponsors and presents annual conferences on literary and cultural themes. It hosts readings, lectures, and symposia; organizes annual writers' workshops; and even publishes books through its African Diaspora Series, along with Callaloo • Art, an annual journal on African Diaspora visual arts. Through these and other media, Callaloo, as the de facto literary and cultural center of the African Diaspora, is coordinating a variety of activities that not only publish and critique Black writers but also promote Black literary and artistic culture throughout the United States and around the globe.
Several questions were posed to me for this presentation: What does the future hold for Callaloo? What challenges does it face today? What new opportunities exist for its future growth and development? What are the journal's and its programs' strengths and weaknesses? How can Callaloo adapt to deal with the challenges facing literary magazines generally and Black literary journals specifically?
Let me begin by addressing Callaloo's strengths. It has been blessed to have as its founder and editor a person who not only has had the vision, courage, and insight to imagine that the publication and literary program that is Callaloo was a necessity but who also has been willing to invest his time and talent-and, in many respects, his life-into making both a reality. I am speaking, of course, of Dr. Charles Rowell who, for forty years, has knowingly and willingly sacrificed his own work as a writer, intellectual, and poet to create and sustain both a publishing platform and creative spaces where writers of African descent can have a voice in academic and public discourses, especially in those discourses pertaining to global African experiences and cultures. Dr. Rowell is generally recognized as the editor of Callaloo, the quarterly journal; but his work to keep Callaloo and its ancillary products and services going extends well beyond his editorial function. He is Callaloo's curator, archivist, publisher, and promoter as well as the producer of most of its programs and ancillary projects.
As I mentioned earlier, Dr. Rowell has spearheaded the publication of upwards of 150 issues of Callaloo over these past forty years. Through its pages, he has presented the literary work of an estimated 3,750 writers-a number I arrived at by calculating twenty-five writers per issue (on average) times 150 issues. That number is likely an undercount, however, since many issues carried more than twenty-five writers per issue. Further, Dr. Rowell has steadfastly negotiated and managed the many relationships Callaloo has established with its host institutions. He also established and manages the journal's relationship with its publishing partner, The Johns Hopkins University Press; and he coordinates the myriad partnership and hosting arrangements for Callaloo's conferences, workshops, readings, and symposia. So, while acknowledging the critical roles of Dr. Rowell's excellent support staff, his contributing and advisory editors, and Callaloo's authors and other contributors themselves in the emergence and development of the journal and its programs, one is hard-pressed not to recognize that Callaloo has been Charles Rowell and, in many respects, Charles Rowell has been Callaloo. Dr. Rowell's commitment to Callaloo has been and is perhaps Callaloo's greatest strength. It is likely, however, in this Callaloo's fortieth year, also its greatest weakness. His day-today energy, compassion, and commitment are deceptive. No doubt, with some purposeful intent, he has convinced himself-and many of you-that he is younger than he actually is! His own willingness and determination notwithstanding, Charles and Callaloo cannot continue to function in the ways both have functioned for the past forty years. What has sustained Callaloo for all these years is not a sustainable leadership and business model for the future.
One of the first challenges facing Callaloo, then, is the need to create a forum and context in which it can develop a sustainable business model for at least the next decade, based on the understanding that Dr. Rowell will be relinquishing most, if not all, of his Callaloo duties in the next five to ten years. I recommend, therefore, that Callaloo's board establish a Futures Committee, and that it task that committee with planning the transformation of Callaloo's current business and leadership model. I further recommend that this committee be comprised of the editors of the journal's four 30th anniversary issues and a representative of its print-edition publisher, The John Hopkins University Press.
Callaloo's second strongest asset is its brand. Much has been said and written about the origins of the publication's name and the ways in which it is strongly reflective of the diversity and complexity of the African Diaspora reality. Beneath that brand name is a quality, peer-reviewed journal and scores of ancillary products and services that have gained recognition as standard setters in their fields of intellectual, artistic, and cultural endeavor. Everything associated with the Callaloo brand has measured up to those high standards, and its influence and prestige far outpace its actual reach to writers, readers, and the broader society.
Despite this strength, however, the forty-year-old journal has not begun to reach its potential in terms of readers, subscribers, and participants. Although Callaloo has long positioned itself as a literary bridge between and among African Diaspora writers, artists, and intellectuals on the one hand and a wider African Diaspora public on the other, it has managed to earn its status of respectability and exclusivity without yet reaching wider audiences. Though its status as a quality literary journal is relatively secure, Callaloo has not experienced the level of intellectual, artistic, and cultural impact warranted by the quality of the journal and its affiliated programs and services.
The challenge thus facing Callaloo as it charts its path into the future is to take its brand strength and recognition and use those assets to reach broader global and African Diaspora readers and writers. It also must widen and deepen the community of writers, artists, and readers that is Callaloo and turn it into an active, engaged, living, and sustainable creative literary force in the African Diaspora. One of the best ways to begin that transformation is to focus on the forty years of content published in Callaloo-that is, on the 150 or so issues of Callaloo that, as yet, have reached only a modest global readership.
Over forty years, Callaloo has published an extraordinary documentary record of African American and African Diaspora literary creativity and culture featuring a diverse network of writers in those fields. Whether we are talking about poetry, drama, fiction, or nonfiction in the United States, Canada, the Americas, Africa, or Europe, the voices, views, visions, and artistry of people of African descent have been captured and preserved in the pages and programs of Callaloo. To date, and to the best of my knowledge, no systematic critical reviews of this vast body of content have been conducted with an eye toward repackaging and repurposing that content. In the journal's original print form, it likely was difficult to conceive of, much less carry out, such an ambitious project. But digitized and migrated to a searchable online platform, the content of Callaloo's quarterly issues could become an extraordinary online database for studying the last four decades of growth and change in African Diaspora literature. This is a perfect, made-to-order project for a digital humanities initiative. Already, a team of scholars at Southern Illinois University has started building an African American Literary Studies Dataset using the contents of the African American Review from 1967 to 2017 as its data source. Those scholars have expressed an interest in collaborating with Callaloo to create a more comprehensive database and, if it meets the larger program and service needs and aspirations of Callaloo's board, such a collaboration deserves serious consideration.
What I am suggesting here is that Callaloo literally is sitting on a literary goldmine, and that goldmine needs to be exploited. I mean this in only the best sense of the term, as a means of helping to ensure Callaloo's future, but my own interest in mining Callaloo's published output is four-fold:
1. To look for opportunities to repackage and repurpose some of the content in new online and print publications and artistic and cultural productions such as those for the stage or screen; 2. To explore ways of tracking the evolution of African Diasporan and other cultural, literary, and artistic themes over the fortyyear period; 3. To explore ways of using selected content in an online environment to foster collaborative, comparative, and other engaged intellectual and creative relationships between writers and readers throughout the African Diaspora that would not be possible in a print environment; and 4. To promote greater access to and knowledge of the vast multiplicity of writers whose work graces Callaloo's print pages.
Increasingly, literary journals that are seeking to grow their reader base and/or to provide expanded access to the work of the writers they publish are turning to online publishing. Literary journals are among the many online publications that have enjoyed some level of success in recent years-that is, if you measure success in terms of the number of readers they reach. Callaloo as a print journal, on the other hand, currently has only a relatively limited circulation. Its principle subscribers are likely college and university libraries, with the majority of its readers likely college and university faculty and students, followed by the writers whose work appears in the journal's pages. Callaloo, the print journal, is and has been doing one of its jobs admirably-that of providing a forum where those writers-poets, fiction writers, creative nonfiction writers, dramatists, and other artists and intellectuals-can publish their work. Publication in Callaloo has helped many of them get jobs, promotions, and/or tenure as well as residencies in writing programs and colonies. It also has helped them get their books published and/or their plays produced. The historical and current levels of readership have not served the writers or their work well, however. My suggestion to create an online database of the 150-plus Callaloo issues-to mine those issues and repurpose their content with the goal of reaching wider audiences-is proposed to help expand Callaloo's reader base exponentially. I additionally recommend that Callaloo and its print publisher, The Johns Hopkins University Press, explore the feasibility of publishing Callaloo online, either as a complement to the print version or as an alternative to it, sooner rather than later.
Callaloo's creator and contributors likely share with many devotees of literary journals an obsession and romance with the journal as a printed artifact. They, like many book lovers and book collectors, value the printed form of the book as much as they do its content. Some of that historic fascination derives from publishers' efforts to exploit the print format and its associated packaging to market content. To compete in today's literary marketplace, however, especially since online journals have demonstrated that with a strong, respected brand it is possible to reach wider audiences online than was ever imagined through traditional print media, many publishers of print books and journals have been obliged to turn to online publishing to expand and extend their reach.
For example, another literary journal, Evergreen Review, was founded as a print publication in 1959 and published as a print literary journal until 1973 when it temporarily went out of business. In 1999, it resumed publishing as an online publication and has gained both a sterling reputation as a literary journal and a substantial reading public for its online site. Diagram, an online journal that publishes poetry, essays, and diagrams, reported an average of 40,000 unique visitors per month to its online site in 2014. Courtland Review, founded in 1997, has twice been awarded a Forbes magazine "Best of the Web" citation for a literary journal. Upwards of 350,000 viewers per month have visited its site.
The original mission of literary journals and magazines, including Callaloo, was to create a publishing platform to connect writers with readers, but the platform has changed. I do not know what business model the online journals I mentioned are using, but Callaloo would likely be well served if it explored a similar publishing option, as would its commitment to building a global community of writers and readers engaged in exploring the literature of the African Diaspora.
I strongly recommend that Callaloo pursue such a course for several reasons. For one, communication across the vast African Diaspora geography using traditional print media is very limiting. The global Internet infrastructure is now available and relatively free of charge to facilitate such communication. Second, one of the things that literary journals are established to do is create and support communities of artists and intellectuals who share common interests. Online journal publishing is the perfect and most accessible platform on which to build such communities. To maximize the potential of forging links and collaborating intellectually across the geographical boundaries of the African Diaspora, Callaloo would be wise to explore publishing digitally.
Third, the African Diaspora, at one level, is a geographic construct. Callaloo's approach to building its reputations as the "premier journal of literature, art, and culture" for that Diaspora has been to enrich its pages with writers from the four corners of the Black world. A survey of Callaloo's content-especially its issues devoted to African and African Diaspora writings and writers from Latin America, the Caribbean, Canada, Africa, and Europe-provides documented evidence of the cultural and literary richness of its writers' voices and visions. That, in and of itself, is an incredible contribution, especially given that so few literary journals have been committed to exploring this vast universe of literary and cultural creativity and giving it a physical presence in the world of literature and the arts.
African Diaspora Studies, as a field of intellectual inquiry, has embraced the totality of that global Black experience. Callaloo has been a bridge, a means of connecting writers across the vast universe of the African Diaspora to other writers, readers, and intellectuals. As yet, however, it has not created an active, dynamic, critically engaged African Diaspora community of writers, readers, and intellectuals who collectively have taken responsibility not only for creating such a community but also for using it to create common understandings of our common (and not-so-common) condition, vision, and aspirations.
But perhaps those objectives are beyond Callaloo's sense of mission and purpose. First and foremost, Callaloo has been committed to the individual-the singular writer, artist, and cultural worker committed to advancing his or her own art-and not necessarily the group. Yet, if one's work does not have meaning and purpose in advancing the humanitymaking project, why do it?
I have always found it useful to struggle with this question whenever my colleagues and I enter into conversations about the future of any enterprise. I have also found it useful to challenge our past notions of why we do what we do. Callaloo's quest for a new future must begin with a similar line of questioning of its present and future condition. Why should we continue publishing Callaloo today? And for what?
